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	 The	man	next	to	Nicole	audibly	gulped	the	last	of	his	beer.	In	a	thin	voice,	he	asked,	“Would	you	get	me	another,	Nikky?”		 “I	don’t	think	you	need	one.”			 “Come	on,”	he	nudged	her	a	bit	with	his	elbow,	chiding	her.			 “You’ve	had	a	lot.”		 “Nikky—”		 “Whatever.”	Nicole	finished	her	lumpia,	rubbed	her	hands	on	her	jean	shorts,	and	walked	off	towards	the	cooler.		 The	man	peered	at	Jessie	and	me	before	giving	us	a	wave.	“Happy	Fourth.”	I	never	knew	quite	what	to	say	to	some	adults,	but	Jessie	did.		 “Same	to	you,	mister.	Who	are	you?”	Jessie	asked,	crossing	her	arms.		 “Nicole’s	uncle.	Chase.	Very	nice	to	meet	you,	young	ladies.”	I	noticed	his	earring	glint	as	he	looked	down	at	me.	A	silver	spike	stuck	through	his	left	lobe.	Mama	said	I	couldn’t	get	my	ears	pierced,	even	though	all	the	girls	at	school	did.	In	fights,	she	said,	girls	yanked	them	out.			 “What’s	your	name?”	he	asked	me.		 Something	told	me	not	to	tell	him.		 “You	speak	English?”	he	tried	again,	smiling.		 “Of	course	she—”	Jessie	began,	but	then	Nicole	returned.		 “Here’s	your	drink,”	she	said,	shoving	the	beer	bottle	against	the	man’s	chest.		 “Look	at	those	eyes,	Nikkie,”	Chase	put	his	hands	on	his	knees	and	peered	down	at	me	the	way	you	look	at	puppies	through	the	glass	of	a	pet	store.	“Those	Chinky	eyes.”		 Nicole	gripped	his	arm.	“Come	on,	why	don’t	we	get	you	back	to	the	house?”		 “Woah,	okay.”	Chase	put	his	hands	up	in	defense.	“Didn’t	mean	anything.”		
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I	crawled	into	my	bed,	swaddled	myself	in	covers,	and	stared	at	the	wall	for	what	seemed	a	long	time.	I	don’t	know	how	much	time	passed	before	I	realized	my	right	hand,	stained	with	blood,	was	still	clenched	tight.	Opening	my	stained	fingers,	one	by	one,	like	petals,	revealed	an	object	in	my	palm.	The	silver	earring.	A	wave	of	nausea	hit	me.	It	needed	to	go	down	the	garbage	disposal—like	all	the	other	waste	Lola	and	Mama	rinsed	away,	all	the	fruit	rinds,	the	ugly	smears	of	dipping	sauces	and	salad	dressings.	The	earring	was	too	hot	in	my	palm	and	too	red,	and	it	needed	to	go	down	the	kitchen	sink.	I	ran	the	water	for	a	long	time	and	climbed	up	onto	the	counter	so	that	I	could	look	down	the	drain	and	make	sure	it	was	gone.	Picking	up	the	brush,	I	scrubbed	my	hand	until	it	felt	raw.	I	blinked	away	tears	and	squinted	out	the	window	at	the	view.	The	dusk	cast	a	hazy	light	behind	the	Johnsons’	mango	tree,	silhouetted	against	the	dying	sky,	leaves	quivering	in	the	wind.	The	sun	had	set	in	a	colder	world.		 “There	you	are.”		 I	jumped	and	turned	to	see	Lola	gripping	an	empty	aluminum	tray.			 “Jessie	was	looking	for	you—the	fireworks	are	starting	soon,”	Lola	said,	setting	the	pan	down	by	the	sink,	and	I	welcomed	the	smell	of	lumpia	grease.	“I	tell	you,	these	neighbors	love	their	fried	foods.”		 She	looked	at	me	closer.	“What’s	wrong,	anak	ko?”	Lola	held	my	face	in	her	hands.	I	started	to	shake,	and	she	took	me	into	a	locking	embrace.	I	clutched	her	dress,	trying	to	bury	myself	away,	trying	to	get	closer	and	closer	to	her.		 Don’t	tell.	
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	 “I	did	what	you	said.	I	ditched	Algebra—and	then	I	went	to	Long’s	and	bought	a	test,”	Marcela	looked	straight	ahead.	“You	know,	one	of	those	at-home,	EPT’s.”		 “Do	they	work?”		 “I	don’t	know.	I	read	their	ad	in	Ladies’	Home	Journal—my	mom’s	copy.	It	said,	‘Thousands	of	American	women	have	used	it	for	the	past	two	years,	safely	and	accurately’—or	something	like	that.”		 “So	you	won’t	really	know	for	sure.”		 “Well,	I	can’t	just	go	to	the	doctor’s.	My	parents	will	know.”		 Police	sirens	wailed	in	the	distance,	and	the	girls	walked	a	little	slower	to	listen.	The	wailing	seemed	to	get	farther	and	farther	away,	and	Nenita	released	her	breath.	When	the	sirens	had	faded,	she	spoke.	“When	are	you	going	to	take	it?”		 “Well,	I	was	going	to	take	it	when	I	got	home,”	Marcela	started	before	biting	her	lip.	It	was	a	bad	habit,	Nenita	thought.	One	day,	her	prima	was	going	to	have	no	more	lip	left	to	chew.	“But	my	parents	will	be	around	all	night.	And	if	I	find	out—they’ll	just	know	something’s	up—I	was	thinking	maybe…”		 “Yeah,”	Nenita	finished.	“You	can	come	over.	My	mom’s	used	to	you	raiding	our	fridge	anyway.”			 “Yeah,	cool.	Thanks.”		 They	reached	Nenita’s	house:	11008	Calle	San	Antonio.	It	was	small,	a	one-story	built	about	a	decade	earlier	for	the	Navy	families	around	the	Pájaro	district.	A	few	months	before	he	died,	Nenita’s	father	had	painted	the	front	door,	all	the	shutters,	and	even	the	garage	scarlet.	Nenita	didn’t	like	the	color	at	all—they	were	the	only	house	on	the	whole	street	that	didn’t	have	sandy,	off-white	walls	and	light	
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to	face	the	street.	In	the	middle	of	the	two	traffic	lanes	stood	a	woman—barefoot,	wearing	a	yellow	housedress,	her	hair	pinned	up	in	an	older	style.	She	looked	as	if	she’d	come	straight	out	of	the	family	photo	albums	they	took	with	them	from	Cavite.		 “Neni?”	Marcela	had	been	saying	her	name.	“What	are	you	looking	at?”		 	A	gust	of	wind	rippled	the	grass	and	shook	the	fronds	of	the	stout	palm	in	their	yard	and	Nenita’s	long	hair	whipped	into	her	face,	but	the	woman’s	yellow	dress	did	not	billow.	The	fabric	and	its	lengths	hung	flat	against	her	legs.	Stepping	toward	the	house,	the	woman	in	the	street	opened	her	mouth	wide,	as	if	ready	to	scream.		 Nenita	turned	around	and	hurriedly	turned	the	lock	and	key.	She	was	breathing	hard	when	she	swung	open	the	front	door	to	find	her	mother	there	waiting	for	her.	“Mom?”		 Arms	sternly	akimbo	and	lips	pursed,	Mrs.	Juana	dela	Cruz	Reyes	was	ready	for	battle.	“What	took	you	so	long	to	get	home,	masama	daughter	of	mine?”		 Nenita	turned	around	to	look	at	the	street—now,	empty,	except	for	a	passing	car.		 “What	is	that	dumb	look	on	your	face?”	her	mother	asked.	“You	look	pale.”		 The	insult	brought	Nenita	back	to	reality.	“I	thought	you’d	be	at	work	by	now,”	she	said,	straightening	up	and	facing	her	opponent.		 “I	wanted	to	check	up	on	you	before	I	left,”	Juana	said.	Well,	Mama	Juana	picked	the	perfect	day,	Nenita	realized;	she	had	the	advantage	of	Marcela—both	a	guest	and	a	blood	relative.	There	was	no	weapon	more	powerful.		
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	 “Marcela’s	here.”	Nenita	said	before	walking	straight	past	her	mother	and	into	the	kitchen	that	smelled	of	fish	and	frying	oil.	Disgusted,	Nenita	threw	down	her	bag	and	jacket	on	a	wicker-backed	dining	chair	before	cranking	open	the	window.	Hopefully,	by	the	time	everyone	arrived,	the	stifling	smell	would	be	gone.		 Running	her	hands	through	her	hair,	Nenita	tried	not	to	think	about	the	disappearing	woman	in	the	street.	It	had	been	a	long	time	since	she	had	seen	mga	multo.	Juana	had	told	her	many	years	ago	that	mga	multo	came	in	all	sorts,	but	most	often,	they	were	ancestors,	watching	over	you.		 Nenita	shook	her	head	to	clear	it,	certain	that	the	heat	was	getting	to	her	brain.	They	had	enough	to	deal	with	today—with	Suicide	Hill	tonight	and	Marcela	avoiding	the	gang,	acting	all	cobardemente.	From	the	kitchen	radio,	Nenita	could	hear	a	telenovela	playing.	A	woman	was	crying	again—that’s	all	people	did	on	these	shows.		 “Hi,	Mama	Juana,”	came	Marcela’s	voice	from	the	entrance.	Nenita	could	imagine	the	sweet	expression	on	her	cousin’s	face.	In	front	of	the	family,	Marcela	always	played	the	“good	girl.”		 Instantly,	Juana	gave	her	niece	a	tight	hug.	“Hello,	Miss	Marcela!	How	are	your	parents?	Before	you	leave,	make	sure	you	take	some	cassava	cake	for	your	mom,	okay?	It’s	her	favorite.”		 “Okay,	Auntie,”	Marcela	gave	Mama	Juana	mano,	pressing	her	aunt’s	hand	to	her	forehead.	Nenita	rolled	her	eyes	when	Sela	said,	“Salamat	po.”		 “You	are	welcome,	Marcela,”	Juana	said.	Then	she	shouted	towards	the	kitchen.	“Do	you	hear	that,	anak	ko?	My	good	niece	said	‘salamat	po’—with	respect.”	
San	Diego,	1981	
		 55	
	 Nenita	rolled	her	eyes	and	went	to	turn	on	the	fan	above	the	stove.	She	noticed	that	digital	clock	read	3:34.	“I’m	only	four	minutes	late,”	Nenita	shouted	before	opening	the	pantry	door,	rustling	through	packages	of	snacks,	and	settling	on	a	couple	Twinkies.			 Juana	entered	the	kitchen,	followed	by	Marcela,	who	clutched	her	school	bag	to	her	chest.	“You	are	still	late,”	Juana	said.	Then	she	gestured	to	her	niece.	“Come	eat,	Marcela.	Are	you	hungry?”		 “No,	that’s	okay—thanks,	Mama	Juana.”		 “I’ll	make	you	Twinkies,”	Juana	said,	grabbing	them	out	of	Nenita’s	hands.	When	Nenita	began	to	protest,	Juana	cut	her	off.	“Matigas	ang	ulo!	I’m	just	going	to	fry	them	for	you.”		 She	lit	the	stove	and	scooped	two	spoonfuls	of	Crisco	into	a	pan.	Without	looking	up	from	the	frying	pan	Juana	asked,	“So…have	you	girls	been	staying	out	of	trouble?”		 Nenita	looked	at	Marcela,	who	looked	away.	“Yes,”	Nenita	answered.	“We’re	fine.”		 “Mhmm,”	her	mother	said,	turning	around	to	scrutinize	Nenita.	The	scar	on	Nenita’s	left	eyebrow	from	a	couple	weeks	ago	was	healing	nicely.	There	were	no	other	signs	of	new	nicks	or	bruises.		 “Were	you	with	that	boy	today?	What’s	his	name?”		 “Rodrigo,”	Nenita	said,	arms	crossed.		 Quickly,	Marcela	chimed	in,	“Rodrigo	ditched	today.	He	wasn’t	around.”		 Marcela’s	eyes	darted	to	Nenita,	who	nodded.	“It’s	true.”		
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	 “Hm,”	Juana	said,	satisfied.	She	turned	back	to	her	frying	pan.	“Good.”		 Marcela	let	out	a	quiet	sigh	of	relief	and	shot	Nenita	an	impatient	look.	Los	Pájaros	were	probably	on	their	way.		 “Mom,	don’t	you	have	to	go	to	work?”	Nenita	asked.		 Juana	lifted	the	Twinkies	out	of	the	frying	pan	with	a	pair	of	metal	tongs	and	set	the	golden-brown	treats	on	paper	towels	to	soak	up	the	excess	grease.	In	Juana’s	kitchen,	Twinkies	were	a	pantry	staple—what	she	considered	“the	best	American	food.”	Twinkies	were	just	about	the	only	thing	Juana	and	Nenita	agreed	upon,	but	right	now,	she	just	wanted	her	mother	out	of	the	house.		 “Yes,	I	do,”	Juana	said,	picking	her	purse	up	off	the	table	and	patting	down	her	hair	to	tame	any	flyaways.	“I	just	wanted	to	make	sure	you	ate.”	Juana	picked	up	Nenita’s	skinny	wrist	and	shook	it.	“So	payat!”		 	“Mom,	I’m	fine,”	Nenita	said,	snatching	her	hand	away.		 “If	you	ate	more,	you	would	look	fuller.	Like	your	cousin—look	how	healthy	she	looks.”			 Marcela	blushed	and	exclaimed,	“Auntie!”		 Nenita	knew	her	mother	wasn’t	the	kind	that	said,	“I	love	you.”	It	wasn’t	even	a	dela	Cruz	issue,	the	lack	of	affection.	For	the	longest	time,	Marcela’s	mother	sent	her	notes	in	her	lunchbox	or	her	wallet	with	“Mahal	kita!”	scribbled	on	them.	Nenita	couldn’t	remember	if	her	mother	had	ever	written	those	words	to	her.		 “Anyway…”	Juana	straightened.	“You	have	your	key?”		 “Of	course,”	Nenita	said.		 “Good.”	
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	 Juana	blew	a	kiss	to	Marcela,	who	wished	her	goodbye.		 “Nenita—”	Juana	said,	pausing	in	the	doorframe.	The	color	of	the	door	and	the	afternoon	light	threw	scarlet	hues	on	her	face.	“There’s	milkfish	and	rice	in	the	fridge.”		 “Okay.”		 Juana	shut	the	door	behind	her.		 		 The	girls	retreated	to	the	back	of	the	house	to	begin	their	ritual	of	getting	ready.	While	Nenita	shuffled	through	the	shirts	in	her	closet,	Marcela	excused	herself	and	returned	to	the	bedroom	a	few	minutes	later	with	the	EPT	in	hand.		 Nenita	stared	at	the	contraption:	a	test	tube	of	clear	liquid	held	up	by	a	plastic	stand.		 “When	do	we	get	the	results?”	she	asked,	determined	to	keep	the	conversation	light	thereafter.		 “According	to	the	box,”	Marcela	sighed.	“Two	hours.”		 “Here—”	Nenita	said.	Taking	the	stand	out	of	Marcela’s	hand,	she	placed	it	inside	her	closet	on	the	floor,	wedged	next	to	her	old	skateboard.	“Don’t	think	about	it.	We’ve	got	to	get	ready.”		 There	wasn’t	supposed	to	be	a	fight	tonight—but	just	in	case,	the	girls	prepared.	The	outfits	first.	Nenita	chose	a	black	tube	top	and	wrapped	a	double	belt	around	her	waist.	She	slipped	on	her	canvas	sneakers,	a	pair	that	was	worn	enough	to	feel	the	contact	of	the	kicks.	The	girls	removed	their	earrings	and	took	turns	
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braiding	each	other’s	hair	in	tight,	French	braids,	and	slicked	them	back	with	gel.	She	swung	Rodrigo’s	Pájaro	jacket	over	her	shoulders	and	held	her	head	high.		 Then,	the	finishing	touch:	double	the	eyeliner.	Nenita	pulled	a	Maybelline	eye	pencil	from	out	of	her	top	drawer.	She	warmed	the	tip	with	her	newly-acquired	BIC	lighter	and	tested	its	temperature	against	the	back	of	her	hand.	She	began	to	rim	her	eyes.	After	a	few	years	of	practice,	Nenita	knew	just	how	to	round	out	her	eye,	to	draw	new	corners	and	retrace	them,	creating	an	almost	natural	effect.	She	packed	on	the	liner	until	she	hardly	recognized	herself	in	the	mirror—at	which	point,	satisfied,	she	put	the	pencil	down.		 Nenita	looked	at	Marcela,	who	was	puckering	as	she	put	on	her	cherry	red	lipstick.	Chica	sure	did	have	a	talent	for	makeup—for	drawing	or	painting	on	anything,	really.	Didn’t	matter	whether	it	was	spray	paint	on	a	concrete	wall	or	Bonne	Bell	lip-gloss—whatever	she	did,	it	caught	people’s	attention.	Sela	never	bragged	about	it,	but	she	received	high	praise	in	their	sixth	period	Art	class	last	year.	Once,	she	made	a	self-portrait	that	their	teacher	Mrs.	Valdez	called	“brilliant”—but	honestly,	Nenita	didn’t	really	get	it.	It	was	a	picture	of	a	dark	room	with	a	vase	and	a	couch,	and	there	was	a	girl	who	looked	out	at	you	with	her	mouth	hanging	open,	like	she	wanted	to	say	something.	But	Nenita	didn’t	really	know	what.		 Point	was,	Sela	looked	beautiful.	She	would	have	looked	perfect	with	Angel’s	jacket.		 “Did	you	remember	to	bring	the	Pájaro	jacket?”	Nenita	asked,	keeping	her	tone	casual.	
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Marcela	rubbed	her	lips	together	cautiously.	“What	do	you	think	he’d	do?”	she	asked,	looking	at	Nenita	in	the	mirror.	There	was	lipstick	on	her	teeth.	“What	do	you	think	he’d	say	to	me?	How	could	I—”		 “Sela,”	Nenita	said,	gesturing	at	the	red	smudge	on	her	cousin’s	front	teeth.	Quickly,	Marcela	rubbed	it	away.		 Nenita	tried	to	find	the	right	words.	“Look,”	she	settled	on.	“There’s	nothing	yet.			 “Nothing,”	Marcela	repeated.	“You’re	right,	nothing.”		 Finally!	Nenita	was	relieved	to	have	finished	that	conversation.	They	had	bigger	things	to	think	about.	Ocaso	Park	was	at	stake	tonight.	Angel	was	driving,	and	Sela	needed	to	represent.		 “But	if	I	tell	him…”	Marcela	said,	and	Nenita	tried	not	to	groan.	But	then	she	turned	to	face	her,	and	in	her	cousin’s	expression,	Nenita	saw	something	brightening.	“I	might	not	lose	him.	Maybe	he’ll	be	mad	at	me	at	first,	but	he’ll	come	around.	Just	think,	Neni.	Maybe	he’ll	ask	my	parents	for	permission	and	then	we’ll	get	married	in	St.	Mary’s	Church.	Or	we’ll	run	away—up	north	to	San	Jose.	We’ll	find	a	little	house	somewhere	by	the	beach.	A	house	with	my	own	easel,	facing	a	big	window.	Maybe	we	could—”		 The	distinct	revving	of	a	car	engine	in	the	driveway	interrupted	her.	The	Monte	Carlo	announced	its	arrival.		 “I	should	get	that,”	Nenita	said,	rushing	for	the	bedroom	door.	She	paused	to	tell	her	cousin,	“No	te	procupes,	okay?”		 Marcela	was	smoothing	out	her	hair	in	in	the	mirror.	
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	 “Sela—bueno?”			 “Bueno,”	Marcela	said	finally.	“Just	give	me	a	minute	to	finish	up.”		 “Okay,”	Nenita	said,	exiting	the	room.	“Be	out	here	soon!”		 There	were	four	knocks	at	the	door.		 “I’m	coming!”	Nenita	said	before	securing	the	jacket	over	her	shoulders	and	double-checking	the	peephole	before	opening	the	door.		 “Ay,	guapa.”		 Rodrigo,	Angel,	and	the	others,	six	guys	and	two	girls,	swarmed	into	the	house,	throwing	down	jackets	over	the	furniture.	A	couple	of	the	guys	heaved	some	12-bottle	packs	of	Coronas	off	their	shoulders	and	onto	the	kitchen	counter.		 “What	you	got	to	eat	around	here?”	Rodrigo	asked,	already	opening	the	pantry.	When	Mama	Juana	wasn’t	around,	he	acted	like	the	house	was	his,	lounging	on	the	couch	and	eating	from	their	fridge	as	if	to	show	Nenita	he	didn’t	fear	her	mother’s	wrath.	Nenita	liked	that—his	confidence.	Over	the	summer,	he	had	bragged	to	her	about	his	future.	It	had	been	just	the	four	of	them—Rodrigo	and	Neni,	Angel	and	Sela—washing	the	Monte	Carlo	in	Angel’s	driveway	on	a	ninety-degree	day.	Something	about	the	smell	of	Wash	&	Wax	and	wet	pavement	and	the	relief	from	the	heat	felt	simple.	Normal.	Rodrigo	reported	that	Coach	told	him	he	was	smart—smart	enough	to	become	a	lawyer.	“Sí,	claro?”	Angel	snorted,	and	Rodrigo	threw	a	wet	sponge	that	hit	Angel’s	back	with	a	SMACK—“Sí!”	Vato	was	more	supportive	of	Sela,	who	leaned	on	him,	called	him	“’mor,”	and	said	she’d	do	something	with	her	paintings	someday—maybe	work	in	advertising	or	design—and	Angel	smiled—actually	smiled—at	her.	At	times	like	this,	when	Sela	wasn’t	worried	
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about	that	girl	down	south	and	Angel	didn’t	have	to	take	out	anyone	who	looked	at	his	novia	too	long,	Angel	could	be—dare	they	say—amoroso.		 But	today	was	different.		 “Hey,	chola,”	Angel	called.	After	taking	a	look	around,	he	squinted	at	Nenita,	as	if	testing	her.	“Where’s	your	cousin	at?”		 “Oh,”	Nenita	said,	pushing	past	Rodrigo,	who	was	still	rummaging	through	the	pantry.	“Just	finishing	her	makeup.	She’ll	be	right	out.”		 Angel	looked	reassured,	for	now	at	least,	and	Nenita	set	out	family-sized	bags	of	potato	chips	and	chicharrones	that	would	be	gone	within	the	hour.	Out	of	the	corner	of	her	eye,	she	caught	Teresa	and	her	novio	Miguel	lighting	up	in	the	living	room	next	to	the	table	with	Mama	Juana’s	potted	bromeliads.		 “Hey—”	Nenita	snapped	at	them.	“No	smoking	in	the	house.”		 “Cálmese…”	Teresa	muttered,	rolling	her	eyes	before	Nenita	shuffled	them	through	the	sliding	door	and	into	the	backyard.	Then,	Nenita	attended	to	the	others.		 “Neni,	would	you	turn	on	the	some	music?”	Angel	asked	her	as	Rodrigo	offered	her	a	beer.	Nenita	took	it	in	her	hand	and	walked	to	the	kitchen	counter	to	switch	on	the	radio.	Turning	the	knob,	she	finally	settled	on	a	station	that	was	playing	Kurtis	Blow.		 “Sit	down,	Neni.”	Rodrigo	said,	making	space	for	her	on	the	floral-printed	couch	in	the	living	room.	The	plastic	cover	complained	with	a	squeak	when	she	joined	him.		 Talk	was	all	about	the	Valle	del	Sol	gang.	One	of	the	newer	Pájaros,	Oscar,	who	was	eager	to	prove	himself,	shared	some	news.		
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	 He	waited	until	Angel	finished	talking	to	ask	the	group,	“Did	you	hear	that	Jason	has	new	wheels?”		 Jason	Matua	was	Angel’s	counterpart,	the	General	of	the	Del	Sol	gang,	and	just	as	intimidante.	Everybody	who	knew	about	Jason	Matua	knew	about	his	scar—a	long	furrow	on	his	left	cheek.	One	night,	his	father	drank	too	much,	and	BANG,	pulled	a	nail	gun	on	the	kid.	He’d	earned	street	cred	ever	since.		 “What,	he	fixed	up	the	Celica?”	Rodrigo	asked,	reclining	into	his	seat	next	to	Nenita.	“Still	can’t	beat	the	Monte	Carlo.”		 “No,”	Oscar	said,	shaking	his	head.	“They	say	he’s	got	the	new	Camaro.”		 Angel	put	his	beer	down.		 “Hijo	de	puta,”	Rodrigo	muttered.	“You	sure?”		 Angel	stood	up,	his	face	cool,	and	towered	over	Oscar,	who	looked	up	at	him	from	his	seat.	Vato	could	intimidate	effortlessly.	“Where’d	you	get	this	information?”		 Oscar	didn’t	look	him	in	the	eye	as	he	explained,	“Miguel	and	I	were	playing	pool	at	the	Mira	Mesa	Bowl	and	some	Del	Sol	kids	started	bragging	to	us.	Said	that	Jason’s	got	the	new	Camaro—blue	with	white	stripes.”		 “Hijo	de	puta,”	Rodrigo	said	again,	rubbing	his	neck.	“Angel,	we	got	a	problem?”		 Angel	ran	his	hand	across	his	face	before	shrugging.	“Nah,	nah,	homes.		We’ve	got	no	problem.	I	fixed	up	the	Monte	Carlo	last	weekend.	Found	a	new	V-8	all	the	way	in	La	Jolla…”		 By	“found,”	Nenita	knew,	he	meant	stole.		 “Estamos	bien,”	Angel	said.	
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	 Rodrigo	smiled.	“Bien.”			 While	the	others	relaxed,	Angel	glanced	towards	Nenita’s	bedroom	again.	Marcela	still	hadn’t	come	out,	and	Angel	kept	an	eye	on	the	hallway,	expecting	her.	No	one	else	seemed	to	notice	his	behavior.	Some	Pájaros	were	out	in	the	backyard	still,	and	the	coughs	and	laughter	mingled	with	The	Sugarhill	Gang	hit	blasting	on	the	radio.	In	between	swigs	of	beer	and	handfuls	of	chips,	the	guys	exchanged	Del	Sol	stories	and	talked	about	the	freshmen	who	looked	like	they	could	hang	with	Los	Pájaros.		 As	Nenita	made	her	rounds	with	a	trash	bag,	scooping	up	empty	bottles	and	mopping	up	a	spill	on	the	coffee	table,	she	realized	that	the	whole	house	felt	different—good,	different.	It	felt	full—crowded	even—and	warm	and	loud	in	a	way	it	never	had	before.	It	was	close	to	something	Nenita	had	felt	a	long	time	ago,	at	the	San	Juan	house	the	summer	they	threw	Auntie	Dalisay	a	birthday	party.	All	the	cousins	gathered	together.	Flor	and	Neni	and	Sela	and	the	other	children	kept	themselves	busy	running	around	the	yard,	and	the	parents	were	watching	and	talking	and	the	uncles	smoked	and	the	aunties	gossiped	about	who	was	dressed	too	promiscuously	at	Sunday	service.	Then	they	had	a	meal	together—pancit,	for	a	long	life—and	for	dessert,	cassava	cake	and	biko.	When	they	were	full	and	the	talk	got	quiet,	Uncle	Raul	played	ukulele	while	some	of	the	aunties	danced	and	everyone	sang	along:	I’ll	remember	you,	long	after	this	endless	summer	is	gone…		 Somos	familia,	Nenita	thought,	as	the	electric	guitar	on	the	radio	brought	her	back	to	Los	Pájaros	and	Angel,	who	stood	up	from	his	seat.	Everyone’s	gaze	was	shifting	to	the	hallway	entrance.	
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	 Marcela	had	walked	into	the	living	room,	looking	fierce	with	her	cherry	lipstick	and	braided	hair.	Angel	put	his	arm	around	her.	“Ahí	está	ella,”	he	said,	and	she	smiled	up	at	him.	With	her	neck	hooked	under	his	arm,	Angel	took	her	aside,	away	from	the	living	room.	There	was	a	stillness	behind	his	eyes	that	Nenita	didn’t	like—that	same	restraint	he	showed	before	he	snapped	and	beat	Iosefa	Solomon.		 Nenita	took	her	seat	back	on	the	couch	next	to	Rodrigo,	so	that	Angel	and	Sela	were	within	earshot.		 “Didn’t	see	you	at	lunch	today,”	Angel	said.		 	“Aw,	yeah,	sorry,”	Marcela	said.	Nenita	tensed,	sensing	some	uncertainty	in	her	cousin’s	voice.	“I	didn’t	feel	good.”			 “Mm,	Nenita	said	you	had	to	hurry	to	class.”		 “Yeah,	I’m	failing	English—”		 “She	said	it	was	Algebra.”		 “That,	too.”		 Marcela	was	off	her	game	today.	She	normally	didn’t	let	things	slide.	Angel	took	his	arm	off	her	cousin.			 “Thing	is,”	he	started,	his	voice	lowered	so	that	Nenita	had	to	strain	to	hear.	“Gordo	and	Estrella	said	they	didn’t	see	you	there	today.”		 Marcela	cleared	her	throat	and	crossed	her	arms.	“All	right.	I	ditched.”		 “Where’d	you	go?”	Angel	said	a	little	louder.	The	other	Pájaros	began	to	lower	their	conversations.	A	few	put	down	their	drinks	and	stopped	rustling	through	bags	of	vinegar	chicharrones.			 “I	can’t	say,	‘mor.”	
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	 He	took	a	step	back,	shaking	his	head.	“Come	on,	Sela.	What’s	that	mean?”		 “It	means	what	it	means:	I	can’t	say,”	Marcela	said	close	to	his	face	before	turning	away	from	him.	The	couple	had	the	room’s	attention	now,	and	Los	Pájaros	stole	furtive	glances	at	the	feud.		 Rodrigo	stuffed	chips	into	his	mouth	like	it	was	popcorn	at	a	movie	theater.		“Here	we	go…”	he	mumbled.		 “Who	was	it?	Quién	es	este	chico?”	Angel	asked,	his	hands	in	his	pockets.	“Who’d	you	sneak	off	to	see?”		 “No	one,	pinche	imbécil.”	Marcela	spat—resulting	in	some	gasps	and	snide	laughs	from	the	gang.	Nenita	felt	Rodrigo	tense,	his	smile	straightening	into	a	firm	line.		 “Hey—”	Angel	grabbed	her	shoulder	to	turn	her	back	around.	Nenita	was	ready	to	stand,	shifting	to	the	edge	of	the	couch,	her	hands	by	her	sides.		 “Don’t	lie	to	me,	Sela,”	he	warned.		 “I	don’t	report	to	you,	Angel.”		 “Lo	sabes,	everybody	here	does,”	Angel	said,	looking	broader	than	before.	“If	you	don’t	think	so…”		 “What	are	you	telling	me?”		 Angel	shifted	his	body	so	that	he	leaned	over	Marcela	ever	so	slightly,	his	face	calm	and	jaw	set.	Marcela	looked	right	at	him,	defiant.		 	“Don’t	mess	this	up,	Sela,”	Angel	said.	His	voice	was	level.	“You’re	only	part	of	Los	Pájaros	‘cause	I	let	you	be.	Entendido?”	
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	 Marcela	was	ready	to	speak,	but	Angel	knew	exactly	how	to	hurt	her.	He	turned	to	the	guys,	chuckling.	Gesturing	at	Marcela,	he	said,	“Esta	chica	no	entiende	Español,	eh?”		 Marcela	had	no	words.	She	turned	abruptly	and	stormed	off	towards	Nenita’s	room.	The	slam	of	the	door	rattled	the	house.	Nenita	stood	up	from	her	seat	and	began	to	follow	her,	but	Rodrigo	held	her	hand.	“Orale—”	he	said.	His	face	was	serious.	“You	better	take	care	of	this.”		 Nenita	pulled	her	hand	away.	She	hated	when	Rodrigo	told	her	what	to	do,	but	she	knew	he	was	right.	Marcela	was	out	of	line.		 “Okay,”	Nenita	told	him.		 She	walked	briskly	down	the	hall	and	opened	her	bedroom	door	to	see	Marcela	pacing	on	the	gray	shag	carpet.	Angry,	hot	tears	beaded	the	corners	of	her	eyes.	After	closing	the	door	behind	her,	Nenita	leaned	against	the	back	of	it.			 “God,	he’s	so—!”	Marcela	seethed.	“Throwing	that	in	my	face—who	does	he—”		 “Cálmase…”		 “I	bet	he’s	thinking	of	that	puta	down	south!”		 Finally,	she	collapsed	on	the	bed.	Staring	up	at	the	popcorn	ceiling,	she	asked,	“What	am	I	going	to	do?”		 Nenita	was	quiet,	and	the	muffled	sounds	from	the	living	room	carried	over—the	male	voices,	the	music,	and	the	rattle	of	a	bottle	against	the	counter.	Nenita	knew	that	they	shouldn’t	stay	long	here,	shut	up	in	her	bedroom—not	after	Marcela	embarrassed	them	like	that	in	front	of	everyone.		The	two	of	them	should	
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The	other	Pájaros	got	out	of	their	cars	while	Angel	pulled	up	to	the	edge	of	the	hill,	parallel	to	Jason.	The	boys	got	out	of	the	car	first.	Nenita	gripped	her	cousin’s	arm	before	she	could	exit.		“Sela—have	you	got	this?”		 “Let	go	of	me,	Neni,	I’m	fine,”	Marcela	said,	shrugging	off	Nenita’s	hand.		 “Okay,	okay,	I’m	just	checking,”	Nenita	said.	“Somos	familia.”		 Marcela	got	out	of	the	car.	“Whatever.”	By	this	time,	the	other	members	had	formed	ranks	behind	each	car.	The	next	part	was	all	familiar.	The	girls	strode	up	with	their	Pájaros	jackets	on	their	shoulders,	each	chica	looking	tough	as	she	stood	behind	her	novio	and	glared	at	the	Del	Sol	homegirls	across	from	them.	Laura	eyed	Marcela	from	a	distance	and	chica	noticed.	Marcela	swept	her	thumb	across	her	neck	and	upwards,	her	upper	lip	curled.	Good	thing	Angel	didn’t	see	it.	He	stood	in	front	of	her	and	nodded	at	Iosefa	Solomon.	This	time,	the	Del	Sol	homeboy	kept	quiet.	“Stakes	are	clear,”	Jason	said.	Angel	nodded.	“Winner	gets	Ocaso	Park.”	Nenita	began	to	tune	out	of	the	exchange	when	suddenly,	she	felt	watched.	A	cold	shudder	ran	up	her	spine.	Nenita	already	knew	what	she’d	see,	yet	she	still	took	in	a	sharp	breath	when	she	peered	over	the	edge.	The	barefoot	woman	in	the	yellow	dress	stood	at	the	bottom	of	the	hill.	Her	intent	eyes	locked	with	Nenita’s.	“Wait—”	Nenita	said.	A	few	Pájaros	turned	their	heads.	
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Rodrigo	leaned	over	to	her	and	whispered,	“Neni,	what	are	you	doing?”	“I	don’t	know...something’s	wrong…”	she	mumbled.	Nenita	looked	beyond	the	woman	to	the	dark	access	road	that	extended	past	the	hill.	Just	barely,	she	could	make	out	headlights	in	the	distance.	“Rodrigo—”	Nenita	said,	pointing.	He	looked,	and	soon	everyone	followed	his	gaze.	Three	pairs	of	headlights	were	visible	now,	at	the	other	end	of	the	access	road,	approaching	slowly.	They’d	be	blocking	the	bottom	of	the	hill	in	just	minutes.		 Rodrigo	flipped	open	his	knife	and	stepped	toward	Jason.	“You	got	more	guys	coming?”		 “We	didn’t	agree	to	that,”	Angel	said,	standing	beside	Rodrigo.		 Jason	reached	into	his	pocket.	“They’re	not	with	us.”	“Could	be	cops,”	Nenita	said.	Just	like	that,	people	started	to	sweat.	Last	summer,	someone	leaked	the	time	and	place	of	a	meet	up	to	a	cop—an	ex-Del	Sol	himself—and	five	Del	Sols	and	two	Pájaros	spent	the	night	in	prison.	Two	Del	Sols	were	given	six	months.	“Wait—someone	called	the	pigs?”	“Wasn’t	us.”	“Ay,	let’s	get	out	of	here…”	Jason	shouted,	“Enough	of	this—”	He	opened	the	car	door	and	took	his	seat	at	the	wheel.	“We	came	here	to	beat	Pájaro	trash,”	Jason	said,	turning	the	engine	over.	“That’s	what	we’re	going	to	do.”		 Nenita	urged	Rodrigo.	“I	have	a	bad	feeling.”	 	
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“Mga	multo,”	she	said,	swallowing.	“Two	of	them.	They’re	standing	behind	Ruth.”	 The	rain	came	in	gusts	through	the	stilts	and	the	palms	and	made	our	unkempt	hair	whip	about	our	faces.	I	waited	for	Luz	to	sing	San	Roque.	About	dancing	men	and	gnats	and	paper	pots.	To	tell	me	she	was	mistaken,	and	the	usual,	“No,	I	see	nothing.”		 Instead,	Luz	repeated,	“Mga	multo.”		“Ah-te?”	Luz	blinked	fast	and	tilted	her	face	up	to	the	rain	before	letting	go	of	the	stilt.	“Let’s	go.”	Yes,	all	I	need,	in	Thee	to	find,	O	Lamb	of	God,	I	come,	I	come!			 When	your	Ah-te	tells	you	to	go,	you	go.			 	Ruth’s	left	eye	retained	its	new	whiteness,	the	bluish-brown	glaze	gone	for	good.	Nanay	and	Tatay	listened	to	her	story	with	wide	eyes	and	sometimes	murmured	to	each	other	about	this	“First	Baptist	Church”	and	“Mr.	Homer	M.	Hayes.”	My	brothers	and	sisters	were	amazed,	too—although	they	only	gossiped	amongst	themselves	and	did	not	talk	to	Ruth	any	more	than	usual.	Luz	hadn’t	spoken	up	about	that	night	yet,	so	I	kept	quiet,	too.	Word	from	the	attendants	of	the	revival	service	got	out	soon—spreading	from	Cavite	City	to	Manila.	Reporters	from	The	Cavite	Independent	and	even	The	
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Manila	Morning	Sun	came	to	the	house	to	interview	this	once	half-blind	alila.	They	caught	her	one	morning	as	she	carried	water	from	the	pump.	“Miss	Ruth—how	did	this	happen?”	they	badgered	her.	Still	walking	with	buckets	of	water	in	each	hand,	she	answered,	“I	asked	to	be	healed,	and	God	said,	‘Yes,	anak	ko.’”	“And	what	will	you	do	now?”	they	demanded.	Ruth	explained,	“After	I	bring	the	water	into	the	house,	I	will	wash	the	dishes	for	Miss	dela	Cruz	and	tomorrow,	I	will	choose	good	fish	in	the	palengke.”	By	this	time,	Nanay	came	to	Ruth’s	defense	and	shuffled	the	reporters	away.	Her	story	made	The	Independent’s	front	page.	“Alila:	Miracle	Girl	of	Our	Time!”	the	heading	read	above	a	picture	of	Ruth	and	her	water	buckets	in	front	of	the	house.	But	just	a	week	after	the	articles	came	out,	a	Dasmariñas	boy	who	suffered	a	head	injury	was	receiving	his	Last	Rites	when	someone	placed	a	“heavenly	rose	petal”	on	his	forehead.	He	sat	up	from	bed	and	took	the	bus	to	school	the	same	day.	Cavite	City’s	Miracle	Girl	was	soon	forgotten.	Although	things	on	Calle	de	San	Juan	went	back	to	normal,	I	was	not	done	asking	Luz	about	what	she’d	seen	that	night.	More	extraordinary	to	me	than	Ruth’s	cries	of	“Salamat	po,	salamat	po”	was	how	Luz	had	looked	beneath	the	Mendozas’	hut:	a	sheen	of	urine,	glossing	her	forehead;	her	face	turned	upward,	looking	out	into	the	rain;	her	arms	outstretched	for	just	a	moment.	For	weeks	after,	I	nagged	her:	“But,	Ah-te,	what	did	you	see?	What	did	you	really	see?	Was	it	really	mga	multo?”	At	first,	she	dismissed	me	with	a	“Hush!”	
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When	I	persisted,	she	fed	me	pieces	of	the	sighting.	“They	were	a	man	and	a	woman,”	she	told	me	one	week.	“They	were	thin,	and	I	could	see	their	bones,”	she	said	the	next.	It	turned	out	that	Luz	thought	of	mga	multo	as	much	as	I	did	because	one	Saturday	morning	she	relented.	“We’ll	have	to	see	for	ourselves.”	Luz	approached	my	mother,	who	knelt	in	her	garden,	and	said,	“Juana	and	I	would	like	to	visit	Pinsan	Raul	in	the	city.”	“Oh,	we	haven’t	seen	him	and	the	family	for	a	long	time	now…”	Nanay	thought,	pursing	her	lips.	She	leaned	over	to	her	Sampaguita	vine	and	plucked	a	small	bouquet	of	gardenias.	“Give	this	to	your	Pinsan.	For	remembrance.”	We	did	not	get	to	give	Pinsan	Raul	the	flowers.	Instead,	Luz	and	I	snuck	off	to	Tondo.	All	we	knew	was	the	name	of	Ruth’s	street—San	Pedro—and	her	family	name—Bautista.		Nanay	would	never	have	approved	of	the	journey.	“It	is	not	a	place	for	young	girls,”	she	once	said.	After	Luz	and	I	took	the	bus	up	to	the	district,	I	understood	what	Nanay	meant.	We	drove	along	the	Ilog	Pasig—a	green-brown	river	that	slithered	through	Tondo—and	I	had	to	hold	my	nose	the	whole	way.	The	Pasig	was	worse	than	the	palengke—and	people	even	lived	right	alongside	it.	Slouching	on	the	muddy	slopes	were	things	almost	like	houses,	made	of	cardboard	and	cloth	and	sheets	of	iron	with	ridges	and	grooves.	I	couldn’t	imagine	smelling	fish	dumi	all	day.	We	got	off	the	bus	when	we	reached	the	end	of	the	river—salamat	sa	Diyos!	This	was	the	stop	for	San	Pedro,	the	driver	reassured	us,	looking	at	the	gardenias	Luz	carried.	The	bus	departed	in	a	cloud	of	exhaust,	and	as	we	walked	along	the	
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main	road,	weaving	through	the	crowds	of	people,	Luz	held	my	hand	tight.	“San	Pedro?”	she	asked	a	woman	selling	guavas	from	a	crate.	After	accepting	a	piso	from	my	sister,	the	guava	woman	pointed	right	across	the	street.	San	Pedro	Cemetery	was	not	like	the	church	site	in	Manila	where	Tita	Benilda	was	buried.	Here,	concrete	walls	fenced	in	the	overstuffed	plot.	Children	played	tag	among	the	stacks	of	tombs	and	below	clotheslines.	Dogs	yapped	and	knocked	over	offerings	of	atang—food	and	drink	for	the	dead.	A	woman	leaned	against	a	stone	marker	and	fed	her	baby	a	bottle.	“Bautista?”	Luz	asked	her.		“There	are	dozens	of	Bautistas	here,”	the	woman	replied,	hoisting	the	babbling	child.	It	reached	with	eager	hands	for	the	bottle.	I	watched	the	last	of	the	milk	dribble	into	its	lips	before	it	wailed	for	more.	I	had	to	look	away.	Luz	described	Ruth—the	girl	who	visited	often,	who	used	to	have	the	soupy,	bluish-brown	eye,	“The	Miracle	Girl.”	For	three	piso,	the	woman	showed	us	the	way.	She	took	us	to	a	Balete	tree	on	the	far	west	corner,	where	Ruth’s	nanay	and	tatay	rested.	For	a	long	time,	Luz	and	I	stared	at	their	tomb—a	bone	box,	the	size	of	the	guava	crate—inscribed	with	two	names.	Luz	placed	the	Sampaguita	gardenias	at	the	base	of	it,	next	to	the	other	atang.	The	money	had	gone,	run	away.	But,	in	half-open	handkerchiefs,	the	scattered	bits	of	salt	and	rice—ruined	by	the	rains—remained.		 	
		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		
	
	
	
	
	
	
